Aga Khan University (AKU) is implementing blended learning (BL) 
Introduction
World has become a global village. With changing world, new technologies have emerged out for many purposes. In education, this globalization has resulted in introduction of new pedagogies for teachings [1, 2] . Although, adapting to new pedagogies has always been challenging and tedious task that requires several efforts and time [2] ; however, it brings innovation in the field of education and help students to engage in learning process [1] . In Blended learning (BL), there is a combination of the use of technological tools along with traditional face-to-face classroom instruction, which gives diverse flavour to the students [1, 2] . Two forms of BL exist: synchronous and asynchronous. In synchronous mode, virtual classroom environment is created and all students in a class access the same information in real time. Whereas asynchronous mode provides flexibility as learning takes place over an extended time period [1, 2] . Various institutions around the world have adopted blended learning mode of delivery in their graduate and undergraduate programmes. For example one study in Hong Kong identified different reasons to initiate BL programmes, which were: pedagogical richness, social interaction, personal agency, cost effectiveness and ease of revision [1] . Another study pointed out that BL mode has also been associated with better learning and attitude outcomes compared to the faceto-face mode [4] . In addition, several studies reported higher student satisfaction rates with the integration of technology in teaching and learning [2, 3, and 4]. It offers greater convenience to the students, more access towards knowledge and content; better time shifting between work and studies and easy communication with their peers [3, 4] . Also, pace of learning is according to the level of student that give student a kind of satisfaction for their own learning and their self-confidence is raised [9] . Student having visual learning style supported this pedagogy while students' perceptions for using BL as a strategy for higher learning education vary with different learning styles [3] .
Modern studies by the National Center for Education Statistics [5] and the Sloan Consortium [6] showed an increasing demand and reception of online learning. Other recent studies showed the expansion of blended learning [7] . Also, it has been argued that universities play a vital role in advancing their teaching and curricula; hence, they are looking for ways to develop new pedagogies and new teaching and learning modes in order to satisfy the actual and future needs of organizations and societies [8] .
In terms of students' preference, BL mode of learning is becoming more and more preferable [9] . In the field of health care, it is expected from the students to get mastery over clinical reasoning skills; this requires knowledge, cognition, reflective inquiry and cognition [10] . To ingrain the skill of clinical reasoning in today's students who demand interactive learning, we need to simulate the engaged learning environment in a manner that provides a complex series of interactions with patients and other involved professionals [10, 11] . This gives an insight and reinforcement to educators teaching in the health professional field to introduce BL in their curricula as well.
Despite all the advantages, there are some challenges that students face while integrating technology in higher education. One of the most important challenges is the pace at which new technology is emerging day by day, and keeping up with that pace is overwhelming [3, 9] . No matter technology has replaced many learning tools, students expect to have teaching in classes as they think that is the most interactive way of learning [3] . Some other major problems students face with BL are: self-efficacy, time management, academic preparation and independent learning, while some may face problems in handling even simple web based technology [9, 12] . Turkish University reported few unpleasant student experiences related to the use of technology such as teachers and instructional designers rarely used instructional software, or provided context where students could use technology for problem solving and communication [2] .
Today as more and more institutions of higher education are said to be implementing blended learning approach in academic programmes, one of the private university in Karachi Pakistan, took a bold step to establish a university-wide Faculty Professional Development (FPD) Program for blended learning in 2011. The program aimed to build faculty capacity in BL and ensured that faculty members are abreast with current research and practice on blended learning [13] . Through the FPD several nursing faculty members were trained to use BL tools and technologies, and several courses have also been transformed from traditional face to face to BL mode. Nursing students have been exposed to blended learning approaches in some other nursing courses including Advance Concepts of Community Health Nursing (ACCHN).
Aim of the study
The aim of the study was to describe the experiences of the nursing students studying through Blended Learning mode in ACCHN course at a Private School of Nursing and Midwifery in Pakistan. In particular, findings from the study would help the course facilitators to become aware of the benefits and challenges of teaching ACCHN course via blended learning mode. This would further help them in improving content and teaching and assessment strategies in their blended learning courses in future.
Methodology
Following steps were used to transform the traditional course to BL mode.
Step 1: training of faculty via faculty development program from provost office
Step 2: built infrastructure by having Smart Class rooms, media room for recording lectures and provided hand held devices to the students.
Step 3: development of course site using Moodle as virtual learning environment (VLE) refer to Figure 1.
Step 4: rearranging course objectives into module templates after approval of curriculum committee.
Step 5: permission process followed for copyright.
Step 6: upload modules to the Moodle after converting into exe file.
Step 7: after completion of the course students were asked to participate in the study. A qualitative exploratory design was used to address the research question proposed for this study. The year II students of Post-RN BScN programme, who were studying the ACCHN course, were invited to participate in the study. Initially, four Focus Groups Discussions (FGDs) having eight students in each group were planned, however, because of saturation, we only conducted three FGDs. There were a total of 80 (72 female and 8 male) students enrolled in the course; out of 80 students, 24 were randomly selected by considering representation from both the genders. After taking clearance from University Ethical Review Committee, the students were selected based on their willingness to participate in the study after random selection. An informed consent was also taken from the research participants (students) before the study. The FGDs were conducted once the course was completed. The researchers conducted FGDs with the students to collect data on their experiences of studying ACCHN course via blended mode. These FGDs were tape recorded upon consent. Notes were also taken by researchers during FGDs. The data was manually analyzed and themes and categories were identified based on objectives of the study.
Findings and discussion
Three themes emerged from three FGDs which included: Organization's support on BL; useful blended learning tools including subcategories; vodcasts and podcast, Wiki, and discussion forums;
and strength and challenges of BL and Students' recommendations.
Theme 1: Organization's support on Blended Learning.
Students in all three FGDs reported that they like the course site developed by the instructional designer and faculty. All of them appreciated the informational and technological support provided to them in asynchronous mode (such as discussion forum, developing posters, podcasts or vodcasts) as well as synchronous mode (Webx and Skype). They also acknowledged receiving handheld device (nook or nexus) from the university; however they were not fully satisfied with the quality of handheld devices provided to them. Students felt lost in first semester because of no knowledge on software and hardware. In addition, poor bandwidth and having no electricity for several hours is serious challenge which was faced by not only students but also by the educators.
While pointing out that students are the ultimate beneficiary of the success of blended learning approach, literature highlights concerns relating to students readiness to adopt the online technology, accessibility to the tools, and the ways that they will be assessed [1] . One more study observed that a basic requirement for e-learning is the access and availability of a stable Internet connection as well as computer [2, 3] . Similarly Bower, Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney have also mentioned the importance of appropriate handheld devices in their blended learning framework design [1, 2, and 3]. At the University, we could resolve this challenge through an in built orientation program on blended learning for students, at the beginning of the academic program.
Theme 2: Useful Blended Learning tools
Several strategies were used in the ACCHN course such as wiki, digital storytelling, and discussion forums. Vodcasts and podcasts were not only uploaded by faculty but were developed by students on their assigned topics.
Category 1: Vodcasts and podcasts.
In terms of strategies, students in this study found Podcasts and vodcasts as quite useful learning strategies to clarify the difficult concepts. Podcasts are multimedia files over internet for playback on mobile devices and personal computers. These are convenient tools for students to watch or to listen to on MP3 or iPods [14] and vodcasts or video podcasts are used for video broadcasting [14] .
Literature suggests that the use of podcasts was significantly related to metacognitive listening and was strongly correlated with problem solving strategies, students' readiness and knowledge gained by students in English language course [16] . As Michael Zeiller noted blended learning scenarios using podcast benefited most students to compensate for the lack of face-to-face contact in distance learning phases. However, teachers need to understand that podcasting cannot be applied to all kinds of lectures [15] , and can distract students if it's too long.
Literature mentions that it should not be assumed that all students have their personal computers and IPods [15] . In this group of students, institution was able to provide them with nook or nexus individually; this might be the reason that students liked this strategy the most.
Category 2: Wiki versus Google Doc.
Wiki came out to be the least favourite strategy for collaborative work in our study, as students had to wait for their turns to work on the wiki because two students could not work simultaneously on the same wiki document. Some studies support that Wiki is not user friendly and identify same issue as a cause of frustration among students and state that when another student uses same page, that may result in a loss of work [17] ; frustration may occur due to lengthy participation [18] ; technical problems [16] ; 'unproductive interactions' 'threats to privacy' [19] ; and discomfort in the assessment process [10, 20] . Morley argues that the successful employment of Wiki requires careful guidance by the teacher as to how the Wiki works, or it may be helpful with face to face teaching combination to support students' learning [16] . On the contrary some literature suggests that Wiki encourages critical thinking, selfreflection, flexible environment for collaborative learning, and is consistent with constructivist and Vygotskian theories of learning [20] . It also helps to organize students' learning, allows them to learn from each other [17, 18] . Google doc used later in this course seems to be an alternative and a more user friendly for students' collaborative learning.
Category 3: Discussion forum.
In terms of discussion forums, few students felt that this was a good learning tool; however they felt lack of facilitation by faculty. In addition, students noted that discussion forums have plagiarism issues and wordy posts which were time consuming task for reading and commenting. Alebaikan and Troudi [21] , identified E-plagiarism issues were common in discussion forums. They added that teachers may not recognize plagiarism due to high ratio of students per faculty. Further they reported that some teachers are aware of students' E-plagiarism and they send students warning notes of their plagiarism, but few teachers are not concerned and they felt that cut and paste is better than only providing reference for the material. Few authors give recommendation to enhance students' learning via discussion forums [21] . Alebaikan and Troudi also suggest importance of putting critical questions on discussion forums [21] . Smyth et al., suggest that in between all the blended pedagogies, small face to face sessions may benefit students to clarify concerns, consolidate learning and meet with peers to enhance consolidation of learning [22] . In our course we have now ten hours face to face workshop at the beginning of the course, as well as few face to face sessions in between the course.
Theme 3: Strength and challenges of the BL
In all three FDGs, students verbalized flexibility in using blended modalities offered in ACCHN course, as these helped them to balance the work, study, and family responsibilities. Students felt that their learning was enhanced by multiple resources shared by faculty. They verbalized that the modules were easy and feasible to follow and tasks given to them improved their litrature search skills for evidence based practice. Moreover, modules were helpful in enhancing student's critical thinking. Several studies support that blended learning is most flexible in regard to time and space and suits the needs of many adult learners; it can shift the traditionally rigid educational system, provided the teachers are trained, courses are appropriately designed and implemented for active participation, student engagement, and institutionally supported and their quality is maintained [14, 22, 23] .
However, students faced several challenges in ACCHN course. In discussion forums several students did not follow netiquettes. Some students were threatened by the rubric for marking, which was part of the assessment for the discussion forums and was used for grading by faculty. Students felt some concepts were challenging like understanding frameworks. Students suggested that faculty should use more synchronous modes such as Skype and Webex to summarize the discussions or conduct session on difficult concepts. Moreover, they recommended that difficult concepts can also be done through physical presence of faculty in campus via face to face mode. Moreover, they felt that face to face learning will provide opportunity to meet with their class mates, which will help later on online discussion by being familiarized with each other. Students found challenging to work with larger group on discussion forum as there were some times 15-16 students. In addition, students experienced many challenges like lack of knowledge on soft and hardware, no electricity, and lack of internet connectivity. Literature also highlight students' challenges with blended learning programme such as social isolation and poor internet connectivity [27].
Theme 4: Recommendations from participants
Students felt that discussion forums should not be graded. Other assessment criteria like MCQs or other activities like poster developed by students should be utilized for grading. They advised reducing the number of discussion posts and limiting the word count posted by the students. They also recommended that facilitators should ask critical and meaningful questions to enhance critical thinking. Students recommended that an orientation with blended tools and technologies as well as ongoing support for them should be offered before the start of formal course work.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings reported in this study have led to significant modifications in ACCHN BL course including: reduction in the number of modules, introduction of in between face to face sessions to consolidate students' learning, as well as a limited number of discussion forums. Moreover, wiki has been replaced by other strategies like Google doc, vodcasts, podcast, C-map and digital story boarding. In terms of handheld devices, nook was replaced by nexuses which allowed students to contact facilitators in asynchronous mode. University has given High bandwidth to work in the university, however bandwidth and electricity issue at home needs to be resolved at the national level.
